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like a bulldog, with bleeding fangs. But sheer weight
told against him, and at last the few muskets representing
the 3rd Corps were called upon for another effort.
Then was fought the most amazing action ever known
to land or sea. It began with Ney leaving a minimum of
defence for the nearest bridge-head, and penetrating a
belt of woodland to burst with his remnant upon the
flank of the Russian masses. Like many another episode
of the Retreat, it transcends all description. Darkness
fell, and with it there floated upon the bleak air, poignant
above the din of that unequal carnage, a sound of sing-
ing; men's voices, melancholy with a sense of things
remembered and maybe lost. For certain of Ney's
company hailed from the western mountains, and their
song, as gunfire ripped the shadows, was a farewell to
homeland.
I have called the contest, with a seeming triteness,
unequal. Yet the victims of that inequality triumphed,
and while the Russian attack died down into a cannonade
the skeleton assembly of Ney's corps, which had num-
bered a bare 600 at the commencement, returned with
its captures. They were five guns and 4,000 prisoners.
In official terms they had saved the Grand Army, or,
more correctly, the wreckage which showed that such
a power had once existed. Otherwise they had given
witness to the vitality, even when Fate was upon it, of
the Revolutionary Thing from which the Army had
descended, and which those who hold that the dream of
a reconstructed Europe is more than legend may claim
as a definite tradition, not subject to the accidents of
race or language.
The last French column crossed the Beresina on the
29th. A straggling mass of fugitives still remained on
the eastern bank, and how, with the breaking of the
first pontoon, they surged in panic on to the floating ice,
to drown or be massacred by the Cossacks, is not part of
Ney's story. The march went on, still menaced from
left and right and with constant blows at the rear-guard,
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